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Infroducion. =~

During the past several decades, Restoration comedies have gained
academic attention as an important phase of English comedy development.
Within the fifty years after the Restoration of Charles II ( 1630—1685) in
1660, when theatres strove to survive, comedies with “likelihood of longer
runs (and the resulting financial rewards) encouraged the best playwrights of
the period to try their hands” ( Corman, “Comedy”, 56 ). More often
Restoration comedies are interpreted as both economic and cultural
productions of the historical moment they were embedded in. Restoration
comedies went through gradual changes to tailor for its split, as well as
changing audience and their altering tastes, in a politically turbulent
period. The topic of sexual relationship, however so much deplored by
moralists or defended as innocent artistic presentation of human nature by
dramatists, is accepted as unique feature of it. This constant focus on
sexual relationship is often related to the libertine culture of Charles 1I's
court, the royal sovereignty has been so much debated in the late
seventeenth century.

This study explores the rake-hero in Restoration comedies as a literary
representation of sovereignty, a changing concept of political authority that
transformed from unquestionable royal supremacy in political theology into
the idea of political contractionalism based on more practical concerns of

administrative efficiency.
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0.1 The Historical Context of Restoration Comedies and
the Rake-Hero

The rake-hero, the center of the comic plot, is probably the most
important character in Restoration comedies. Within the period from 1660,
when the theatres were reopened, to 1710, when the most creative comedy
playwrights of Carolean tradition stopped writing, more than two hundred
comedies were written and staged. If one keeps in mind that there were only
two small indoor theatres in business, compared to nine large public theatres
in Shakespeare’s time, not to mention that one theatre was closed after the
plague because of bad business, this was a large-scale theatrical production. It
was i this large theatrical production of comedies that the rake-hero
repetitively lived through a variety of sexual adventures. In spite of the fact
that the audience altered, the new generation of comedy playwrights replaced
the old one ( Hume, Development, 25, 28), and the political climate
changed dramatically, the rake-hero remains the focus of these comedies.

As early as Restoration comedies were rediscovered by the critical world
in the mid nineteenth century, critics recognized a close relation between the
rake-hero and the political context of Restoration comedies. Leigh Hunt
(1784—1859) , an English critic, in his introduction to the first collection of
Restoration comedies, Dramatic Works of Wycherley, Congreve, Vanbrugh and
Farquhar (1849) , insisted upon the necessity to judge Restoration comedies
with reference to their historical context, and took them as " an honest
reflexion of contemporary manners” ( Palmer, 15). George Macaulay
Trevelyan (1876 —1962 ), the famous British historian of the seventeenth
century, though detesting the knavery sexuality of these plays, pointed out
that “the excellence of Restoration comedy is, in fact directly due to the
honest fidelity with which it reflects the spirit of an intensely interesting phase
of our social history” (22). He argued that Mr. Hormer in William
Wycherley’s (1640 —1716 ) The Country Wife ( 1675) was an “impudent
London rake” and “people actually behaved like that in the time of Charles

1" (22-23). Trevelyan’s comment implies that the rake provides theatrical
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space for the imagination of this very historical period.

The rake-hero, as the barometer of social values in the late seventeenth
century, in gradual alternation implies the changing political climate of the |
period. William Makepeace Thackeray (1811—1863), the English novelist, '
pointed out that the calling of the rakes, Mirabell in William Congreve’s

(1670—1720) The Way of the World (1700) and Bellmour in his The Old
Bachelor (1693) were “irresistible” and “to conquer everywhere” (Palmer, |

26). In fact, the irresistible and triumphant qualities of the rake-hero did not
remain unchanged. J. Douglas Canfield (1941~ ) sees Restoration comedy
as “part” of “official discourse™ that “underwrites the same ideology, the same
natural right of the English aristocracy — from peers to the gentry — to rule |
because they are superior in intelligence (wit) and natural parts” ( Canfield,
Tricksters, 1) . It would be more persuasive to argue that it is the rake-hero who
represents the altering imagination of political authority, a claim based on birth |
to that based on administrative efficiency. His wit being libertinism in early
Restoration is replaced by his newly acquired capability in finance and in legal
issues, an acceptance of social contract with other social parties.

The academic negligence of Restoration comedies probably results from
the indecision in the theatrical and cultural values of the rake-hero, a stock
character of these plays. Trevelyan in his criticism of William Haczlitt’s ( 1778~
1830) Lectures on the English Comic Writers ( 1819 ), a collection of
Restoration comedies, said that The Country Wife and The Old Bachelor were

“the morality” of “low town rakes” ( Palmer, 25). He further argued that
the dramatic geniuses of Restoration made “ill use of his power,” for they
“constantly and systematically endeavored to make this sort of character
attractive” by uniting it with the social advantages and “ brilliant success in
every undertaking” (25). A confusion of literary criticism with moral
judgment found in similar comments probably prevents critics from taking
academic interest in Restoration comedies. In addition, Trevelyan’s judgment
is more problematic in terms of distinguishing “literary text and history as

foreground and background” than for its moral standpoint ( Veeser, xii). It

uononponuy

confines literary criticism to metaphors that “ narrows its concern to the

devices by means of which literature reflects or refracts its contexts” ( xii),

37 - S I
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and thus denies the active involvement of literature in formation of history.
This study bases its argument on a New Historicism view that literature is
taken as “the key to particular historically embedded social and psychological
formations” ( Gallagher, 7) , while literary criticism should be “conscious of
its own status as interpretation and intent upon understanding literature as a
part of the system of signs that constitutes a given culture” ( Greenblatt, 4).
Taking theatre as “a social and aesthetic phenomenon” ( Orgel, xvii), it
attempts to prove that the literary values of Restoration comedies lie in how
social realiies, are circulated, negotiated, and exchanged through the
theatrical imagination of the rake-hero (Veeser, xiv). As Norman Holland
argues the purpose of literature is to pursue the pleasure of understanding “ the
coherence and structure of the work itself” and “the relation of the work to
the reality it represents” ( Holland, 3 ). The rake-hero proves to be a
vigorous character of Restoration comedies that embodies such coherence and
structure to stage the political reality of the fifty years after Restoration. Most
critics working on Restoration drama see the rake-hero as a cultural discourse
embedded in social context of the age, whose meaning resides in the
historical complex of the period. This study endeavors to reveal how
alternations of the rake-hero within this period stages the subtle but significant
change in conception of sovereignty as a political authority in shaping England
as a modern sovereign state.

Canonical bias of comedy may also result in artistic devaluation of the
rake-hero, the remarkable comic achievement of the period. There has been
a long critical preference to the social functions of comedy — to instruct, to
cure, and to celebrate. It baffles artistic evaluation of the rake-hero in
Restoration comedies. First, Restoration comedies featured by the libertine

pursuits of the rake-hero fail to give moral instruction” or to bring mirth for

(D Evanthius, a medieval grammarian, added that comedy taught “what is of use in life, on
the one hand, and what must be avoided, on the other” ( Evanthius, 43). Philip Sidney
defined comedy in An Apology for Poetry as *“an imitation of the common errors of our
life ... in the most ridiculous and scomefull sort that may be” so as to warn people of
social contortion ( Sidney, 117). The rake-hero, who often defeats the citizen and
laughs at him, in his sexual pursuits could hardly be taken as a character that would give
moral instruction.



the health of its audience.? Even if he was attempted to celebrate the
restoration of Charles 11, he could have aroused more political alertness than
political confidence in his reign.? Second, it places Restoration comedies in a
critical dilemma. Taking these critical criteria of the genre is to admit that
comedy is “largely plot driven, moving towards ritual resolution,” that
comic characters are one-dimensional and simple-minded as a machine to push
forward the plot ( Stott, 40 —41), and that Restoration comedies are no
exception. To recognize that the joyful tone in Restoration comedy is fulfilled
through the rake-hero’s victory over citizen fops is to condemn it with
structural repetition and, therefore, lack of artistic variation. To argue that
Restoration comedies fail to fulfill relevant social functions is to exclude it
from the critical attention of comedy as a genre. This could lead to an
assumption that Restoration comedies characterized by the rake-hero’s
libertine pursuits, compared to its various predecessors in Renaissance, are
repetitive in plot and boring in performance.

This assumption consists of two critical failures. First, it dismisses the
repetitive plot as a meaningless theatrical feature before looking into the
cultural and historical context of it. Second, it fails to see the theatrical
alternations of the rake-hero in Restoration comedies. If the rake-heroes were
simple repetitions, Restoration comedy would have already lost its
enchantment over both its contemporary audience and readers. And if so, as
poets of the period probably shared an identical social context, in which the
contemporary concept of the ludicrous was to be judged and laughed at,
Restoration comedies could have been incredibly boring. On the contrary,
the rake-hero proves a theatrically vigorous figure of Restoration comic stage.

It is the consistent alternations in this stock character that instills a theatrical

@ In the Prologue to Ralph Roister Doister, the first English comedy, Nicolas Udall wrote ;
For Mirth prolongeth life, and causeth health,
Mirth recreases our spirits and voideth pensiveness,
Mirth increaseth amity, not hindering out wealth (Udall, 1)
However, one may doubt whether the rake-hero’s victories over the citizens in his
sexual pursuits could really arouse mirth among a non-unanimous audience of
Restoration.
This will be discussed in Chapter Two.

)

uononponuy



